Expression of estrogen receptor alpha switches off secretory activity in the epididymal channel of the lizard Podarcis sicula.
The epididymis in the male reproductive tract allows the survival, viability, and storage of spermatozoa from the testis. In the lizard Podarcis sicula, the epididymis can be regionalized to an initial segment called the caput that comprises the efferent ductules, followed by the middle and terminal segments, respectively termed the corpus and cauda. By means of in situ hybridization and immunocytochemistry, we analyzed the expression of the estrogen receptors of the alpha and beta type (ERα and ERβ) in Podarcis to test the responsiveness of the epididymal regions to estrogen in the annual reproductive cycle of this seasonal breeder. The results show that the efferent ductules and the cauda always express both ERα and ERβ throughout the year. In the corpus, the expression of ERα takes place only at the end of the mating period and continues in the non-reproductive season whereas ERβ is expressed in all phases of the cycle. During the mating season, the cells of the corpus are engaged in massive secretory activity and do not express ERα. Experimental administration of E(2) during this season does not change the expression of ERβ, nor does it affect the efferent ductules and cauda; instead, it inhibits the secretory activity in the corpus and induces the expression of ERα. Taken together, our findings suggest that in the epididymis of Podarcis, the expression of ERα may act as a switch for the secretory activity of the epididymal corpus.